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MELVILLE'S MA (間) AND BILLY BUDD 
DORSEY KLEITZ 
This essay builds on an earlier one I wrote for Arimichi Makino's 
journal, Skyhawk in 1996 that was later included in the four-volume 
Herman Melville: Critical Assessments edited by A. Robert Lee. That 
essay, "Stuttering and Billy Budd," explored Charles Olson's declaration 
that in Herman Melville's short, dense novel Billy Budd "The stutter is 
the plot" (104). At the time I knew nothing of ma (間) --the Japanese 
aesthetic and philosophical concept of gap, pause, space between, or 
blank. Here I'd like to revisit some of the ideas in my previous essay in 
the context of ma. Although I've lived in Japan for almost thirty years, I 
can't claim to be an expert on any aspect of Japanese culture, including 
Japanese language, aesthetics, and philosophy. Having said that, let me 
begin with an attempt to define ma. 
As mentioned, the short definition is gap, pause, space between, or 
blank. Ma is sometimes thought of as the Japanese term for the 
important artistic concept of negative space. It's a kanji character that 
appears in dozens of compounds and contexts dealing with space and 
time whose meanings extend from architecture to the Buddhist void. 
Common examples include the tangible cha-no-ma (tea room, 茶の間) 
and intangible mamonaku (soon or literally, in no time, 間もなく). As 
can be seen in the examples, the ma character is composed of two 
radicals, ⾨  (gate) and ⽇  (sun). Combined they form a stylized 
representation of sunlight streaming through a gap in an entranceway:  
⾨ (Gate) + ⽇(Sun) = 間 Ma 
Though few Japanese readers would link the ma character to this visual 
image of light shining through a gate, understanding its pictorial 
etymology emphasizes the dynamic aspect of ma and is a starting point 
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for exploring the character's constellation of meanings both concrete and 
abstract. To quote the Japanologist Ernest Fenollosa through Ezra 
Pound, who based his ideogrammic method on this way of reading 
Chinese characters, "a true noun . . . does not exist in nature. . . . Neither 
can a pure verb an abstract motion, be possible in nature. The eye sees 
noun and verb as one" (Pound 310). 
Ma is a key concept in Japanese traditional arts. The actor Kunio 
Komparu regarded Noh drama as the art of ma, where what a Noh actor 
does not do is as important as what the actor does (73). He believed that 
above all, Noh dancers needed to acquire "the technique of 
non-movement" to convey the deep meaning of the drama (Nitschke). 
The cliché that Noh drama has "no drama" acknowledges this seeming 
paradox of ma. 
In Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art, Fenollosa comments that the 
Japanese calligrapher Koetsu's "unique feeling for spacing, placing, and 
spotting has never elsewhere been exhibited in the world's art" (301). 
This idea of ma is expressed in two ways in the Zen monk, Hakuin's 
"Three Blind Men Crossing a Log Bridge." 
(Fig. 1. Hakuin, "Three Blind Men Crossing a Log Bridge") 
First, with just a few brushstrokes Hakuin uses negative space to 
suggest the mountainous landscape in the background. Second, the log 
bridge with the three blind men gingerly crossing to nowhere highlights 
something more complicated: ma is not simply negative space or gap; 
it's also the experience of negative space or gap. It's our sudden 
understanding of what is about to happen to these three men and, in their 
blindness, it's their sudden moment of "illumination" when they reach 
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the nothingness at the end of the log.  In other words, ma includes the 
experience of nothingness. 
In the context of Japanese literature, Richard B. Pilgrim quotes from 
The Tale of Genji to illustrate a more subjective notion of ma. In 
Chapter 4, Genji is visiting the mysterious Yugao in secret:  
 
It was the fifteenth night of the eighth month. The light of an 
unclouded full moon shone between the ill-fitting planks of the 
roof and flooded the room. What a queer place to be lying in! 
thought Genji, as he gazed round the garret, so different from any 
room he had ever known before. (264)  
 
Here the moonlight shining between the cracks in the roof creates an 
atmosphere charged with ma that reminds us of the etymology discussed 
earlier. 
In Japanese architecture, the term is frequently used to indicate room 
or chamber and also the spatial relationship between architectural 
elements including light and dark. A contemporary example echoing  
Genji's experience quoted above is Tadao Ando's Church of the Light 
(1989) in Ibaraki, where the concrete wall behind the alter is pierced by 




(Fig. 2. Tadao Ando, Church of the Light) 
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Ando comments on the importance of ma in his work, linking it to light: 
"The creation of space in architecture is simply the condensation and 
purification of the power of light." 
In music, ma is the experience, in time, of the gaps and hesitations 
between notes, what violinist Isaac Stern called "that little bit between 
each note--silences which give the form," and what the composer 
Claude Debussy called, "the silence between the notes" that creates the 
music (Ma). John Cage's famous 4' 33" (1948), a three-movement 
musical composition during which the performers sit quietly is all ma 





(Fig. 3. John Cage, 4' 33") 
 
Herman Melville's ma is not the same as Japanese ma but his 
well-known use of emptiness, dumbness, and peacefulness either 
thematically or to heighten dramatic effect overlaps with Japanese ma. 
In Moby-Dick one thinks of the opening line of Chapter 12, 
"Biographical," when Ishmael tells us Queequeg's native island, 
Kokovoko "is not down on any map. True places never are" (50); or of 
the end of Chapter 42, "The Whiteness of the Whale," where the color 
white is described as "dumb blankness, full of meaning" (166); or of 
Chapter 87, "The Grand Armada," when Starbuck's boat is dragged to 
the center of a violently surging herd of whales: "We glided," Ishmael 
says, "into the innermost heart of the shoal, as if from some mountain 
torrent we had slid into a serene valley lake. . . . Yes, we were now in 
that enchanted calm which they say lurks at the heart of every 
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commotion" (326). But what of Melville's ma and Billy Budd? Here I'd 
like to briefly focus on three key scenes where Melville's ma seems 
especially important in the tale: John Claggart's murder, Captain Vere's 
interview with Billy, and Billy's hanging. 
Billy Budd is full of mysteries, questions, gaps. The unfinished 
manuscript was famously found (a foundling, like Billy) in a breadbox 
in Boston by Raymond Weaver who cleaned it up to complete the 1924 
Constable edition of Melville's Works. Weaver closed some holes but 
opened others by including passages Melville had discarded and by 
changing some of the wording. It was only in 1962 that a reliable 
version of Billy Budd appeared edited by Harrison Hayford and Merton 
M. Sealts, Jr. To quote from Laurie Robertson-Lorant's biography of 
Melville:   
 
No other text of Melville's is as protean, as unstable, as this late 
unfinished masterpiece . . . .No other work of Melville's has been 
printed and published in so many different forms. . . . No other 
[Melville] text has given rise to so many conflicting 
interpretations as Billy Budd. (594) 
 
Melville would love the ambiguity. "Billy in the Darbies," the ballad 
that closes the tale, leaves us with Billy's sleepy song: "aren't it all a 
sham? / A blur's in my eyes; it is dreaming that I am" (521). What's left? 
What's left when the words have done with us, when Billy finally falls 
silent and the oozy weeds cover him? The wash of the waves and the 
spaced, rhythmic ma of the tides. 
Billy's stutter is strange. Without it there's no murder and without 
Claggart's murder, there's no tale. Yes, it's a disability that links Billy to 
the nine-fingered, handsome sailor, Jack Chase in White-Jacket, the 
one-legged Ahab in Moby-Dick, and to Melville's other scarred and 
maimed characters, but why stuttering? Charles Olson says, "it all 
finally has to do with the throat, SPEECH" (101). He's right: speech and 
the silence--the ma--that punctuates it are at the heart of Billy Budd. 
Billy's stutter calls attention to the speech, to the gaps in the language, to 
the gaps in the narrative, to the ma in the text. 
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Billy's speech begins normally. His first utterance, "And good-bye to 
you too, old 'Rights-of-Man'" (49) bidding farewell to the "simpler 
sphere" (50) of his youth, is so far as we know, boldly, smoothly, 
innocently delivered. But as the tale builds, as the narrator's language 
becomes increasingly snake-like and convoluted, Billy's stuttering 
insinuates itself into the text until it stops the plot (Claggart's) and 
becomes the plot (Melville's). 
Billy is a "handsome sailor" but his lack of visible blemish is only 
half the story. The other half is revealed in Chapter 2: "Don't know 
where you were born? Who was your father?" asks an officer. "God 
knows, sir," replies Billy (456). Five paragraphs later we're told Billy 
"could not read, but he could sing, and like the illiterate nightingale, was 
sometimes the composer of his own song" (456). And a page further: 
"under sudden provocation of strong heart-feeling his voice, otherwise 
singularly musical, as if expressive of the harmony within, was apt to 
develop an organic hesitancy, in fact more or less of a stutter or even 
worse" (458). In short, Billy is a foundling whose gift for song is darkly 
twinned with his stuttering. 
But just as unexpectedly as the stutter is raised at the beginning of 
the tale, it is dropped. Dropped until Chapter 14, almost in the middle, 
when Billy is approached with the plan to mutiny and his stutter finds its 
voice: "D---d---damme, I don't know what you are d---d---driving at or 
what you mean, but you had better g---g---go where you belong! . . . If 
you d---don't start, I'll t---t---toss you back over the r---rail!" (480-81).  
The silence-filled gaps, the ma of Billy's broken speech, hint at 
something more ominous. As the tension mounts on board the 
Bellipotent, Billy's "heart-feeling" mounts too, reaching its climax in 
Chapter 19. When Claggart accuses Billy in front of Vere of planning 
mutiny, Billy stands "like one impaled and gagged," caught between 
Vere and Claggart.  "Speak, man" says Captain Vere, 
 
"Speak! Defend yourself! Which appeal caused but a strange 
dumb gesturing and gurgling in Billy . . . intensifying . . . into a 
convulsed tongue-tie. . . . Going close up to the young sailor, and 
laying a soothing hand on his shoulder, [Vere] said, "There is no 
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hurry, my boy. Take your time, take your time." Contrary to the 
effect intended, these words . . . prompted yet more violent 
efforts at utterance--efforts soon ending for the time in 
confirming the paralysis. . . . The next instant, quick as the flame 
from a discharged cannon at night, [Billy's] right arm shot out, 
and Claggart dropped to the deck. (493-94) 
 
And that's it. The linguistic gap, the ma of the stutter takes control, 
sparking Billy's violent blow that kills Claggart and driving the action in 
the rest of the story to its tragic conclusion. Vere himself, even before 
convening the drumhead court realizes the final outcome. "Fated boy," 




(Fig. 4. Billy caught between John Claggart and Captain Vere, from the 
1963 film Billy Budd directed by Peter Ustinov) 
 
Chapter 22 presents Melville's most complex example of ma in the 
tale. The reader, after having witnessed Claggart's plot against Billy, his 
murder by Billy, and the arguments of the drumhead court that convicts 
Billy, is unexpectedly shut out from Vere and Billy's private interview 
when Vere tells Billy his fate. This narrative omission/stutter, 
paralleling Billy's vocal stutter, is the "blankness full of meaning," "the 
enchanted calm" lurking at the heart of the tale. Beyond this, however, 
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bookended by the court's guilty verdict and Billy's hanging, Melville 
fills the space between with conjecture. The paragraph is studded with 
modal constructions: "would have," "should have," "might have," "could 
have," and "may have": 
 
It would have been in consonance with the spirit of Captain Vere 
should he on this occasion have concealed nothing from the 
condemned one—should he indeed have frankly disclosed to him 
the part he himself had played in bringing about the decision, at 
the same time revealing his actuating motives. On Billy’s side it 
is not im- probable that such a confession would have been 
received in much the same spirit that prompted it. Not without a 
sort of joy indeed he might have appreciated the brave opinion of 
him implied in his Captain’s making such a confidant of him. Nor, 
as to the sentence itself could he have been insensible that it was 
imparted to him as to one not afraid to die. Even more may have 
been. Captain Vere in the end may have developed the passion 
some- times latent under an exterior stoical or indifferent. He was 
old enough to have been Billy’s father. The austere devotee of 
military duty, letting himself melt back into what remains 
primeval in our formalized humanity, may in the end have caught 
Billy to his heart even as Abraham may have caught young Isaac 
on the brink of resolutely offering him up in obedience to the 
exacting behest. But there is no telling the sacrament, seldom if 
in any case revealed to the gadding world, wherever under 
circumstances at all akin to those here attempted to be set forth, 
two of great Nature’s nobler order embrace. There is privacy at 
the time, inviolable to the survivor, and holy oblivion, the sequel 
to each diviner magnanimity, providentially covers all at last. 
(506-507) 
 
The Melvillian irony is thick: the authority of the "inside narrative" is 
abandoned. While the narrator suggests Captain Vere conceals "nothing 
from the condemned one" (506), the author, in fact, conceals almost 
everything. The result foregrounds the relationship between Starry Vere 
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and Billy. The ma is at once temporal--the time taken by the interview--, 
spatial--the unseen ship's cabin where the interview takes place--and 
emotional--the imagined encounter between captain and sailor, man and 
boy, father and son. 
 
 
(Fig. 5. Benjamin Britten's opera, Billy Budd) 
 
Benjamin Britten's opera, Billy Budd (1951), with a libretto by E. M. 
Forster and Eric Crozier, presents a moving musical understanding of 
this interview between Captain Vere and Billy. As in the novel, the 
interview takes place out of sight. Vere's agitated aria accepting his 
tragic role tumbles to its conclusion as he approaches the cabin where 
Billy waits to receive the verdict: 
 
I am the messenger of death!   
How can he pardon?   
How receive me? 
(He goes towards the small stateroom and enters it. The 
curtain remains up until the end of the music, and then, 
slowly falls) 
 
The stage is suddenly empty. Britten could have ended the scene here; 
instead, he took Melville's cue and composed a two and a half minute 
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arch of massive chords punctuated by musical rests, sound and silence, 
that musically describe the interview. Here Britten's musical language 
perfectly matches Melville's text. The ma of Melville's narrative stutter 
is filled with music. The elemental chords are heard almost as dialogue 
back and forth with gaps between framing the intense development of 
the encounter. The emotional energy charging the relationship between 
Billy and Captain Vere is simply but powerfully conveyed in the 
language of Billy's "art," music. 
Turning to Billy's hanging at dawn brings us full circle back to the 
etymology of the ma kanji character, 間. The silver whistles summon 
the crew who crowd the deck. "Man or boy, none spake but in whisper, 
and few spake at all." The final preparations are quickly concluded in 
silence until Billy's unobstructed utterance, "God Bless Captain Vere! 
Syllables . . . unanticipated . . . delivered in the clear melody of a 
singing bird on the point of launching from the twig." To which the 
crew "from alow and aloft" spontaneously echo, "God bless Captain 
Vere!" As Billy's body ascends to the yard-end the sun suddenly breaks 
through "the vapory fleece hanging low in the East" illuminating it "in 
the full rose of the dawn" (513-14). Melville's biblical language 
ennobles the scene. Visually, from a reader's perspective, it's the ma 
character of the sun streaming between the uprights of the open gate: 
 
⾨ (Gate) + ⽇(Sun) = 間 Ma 
 
Thematically, it's Billy's sacrifice emblematic of the emptiness of ma. 
 
 
(Fig. 6. Sunlight through masts and yardarms at dawn) 
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